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ABSTRACT 
This study attempts to present sellers’ behaviours and activities in 
social commerce within the context of a local social group. It 
describes how the sale and marketing of homemade products, or 
imported goods, are conducted in Saudi Arabia using social media 
platforms (Instagram, WhatsApp, Twitter, and Snapchat) as well 
as using offline tools such as phones, family and friend 
recommendations, and events. We interviewed 17 female 
entrepreneurs who own e-shops on social media applications. The 
research describes how sellers try to market themselves and build 
their reputation to gain consumer trust despite a lack of 
commercial functionality within the social platforms that they 
use. This paper presents insights into new opportunities for peers 
and business owners that social commerce can bring. We also 
argue that social media applications can expand their uptake from 
businesses and entrepreneurs by designing functionality aimed at 
improving their commercial capabilities, and aimed at enabling 
sellers to build their own reputation and trust. 
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• CCS →  Human-centered computing →  Human computer 
interaction (HCI) →  Interaction techniques 
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1 Introduction 
Social media applications have received substantial attention in 
the HCI community [17][2][42][12]. Firms of all sizes report a 
rapid increase in using social media for commercial activities 
[21][22]. There is also a shift in the way of dealing with 
commercial activities. E-commerce is largely a one-way activity; 
however, recently, Web 2.0 technologies have enabled 
bidirectional communication between sellers and buyers [4]. The 
emergence of Web 2.0 has created business opportunities for 
micro-entrepreneurs who wish to promote their products, reach 
people, and build their reputation [47]. The use of Web 2.0 
technologies, such as social media platforms for commercial 
activities is known as social commerce [9].  The adoption of social 
media for commerce and communication has been an important 
research topic [50], with many researchers conducting studies 
within the context of particular social groups around the world 
[47][20]. The focus of this study is on the adoption of social 
commerce within the country of Saudi Arabia where social media 
plays a significant role in the everyday lives of people as they are 
considered a collectivistic culture that gives family and social 
groups a high value [2].  
Amongst Researchers, Social Commerce has recently become a 
hot topic. As a discipline, it is still in its infancy and conducted 
mainly in Western countries, where consumer  behaviour may not 
necessarily be cross-cultural [41]. A few introductory studies have 
focused on social commerce activities from the sellers’ perspective 
and social media design [40][14][42]. This paper aims to explore 
the motivational factors needed to start a business using social 
commerce platforms, and the effect of social media design on 
consumers to fill this demand. Additionally, the paper investigates 
how they gain consumer trust and how they trust their 
consumers. The research discusses how selling products may 
succeed on platforms that lack traditional commercial tools and 
how the sellers are building their reputations.  
The research questions for this paper are: 1) why do sellers choose 
to open a business, especially on social networks? 2) How are 
entrepreneurs using social media in conducting commercial 
activities? 3) How are entrepreneurs gaining consumers trust? To 
answer these questions, qualitative data was collected through 
interviews.  
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In summary, our paper makes the following contributions:  
• Understand the motivations to open a business, 
especially on social media platforms. 
• Provides an understanding of how sales work 
through social media platforms in Saudi Arabia.  
• Investigates seller practices and customer activities 
that may affect trust.  
• Our findings contribute to the growing body of 
research on social commerce and social media.  
• Based on our findings, the research discusses design 
considerations that may enhance trust in social 
commerce platforms to improve the user experience.  
This study was conducted in Saudi Arabia, and investigates Saudi 
entrepreneurs’ use of social media applications. Currently, the 
Saudi government has established a 2030 vision, and one of the 
intended commitments is to support entrepreneurs and help them 
to export their products and services by enhancing e-commerce 
[3]. Riyadh chamber, under the Saudi government sector, 
organises a free, yearly event for Saudi entrepreneurs to display 
their products. In 2017, they received more than 1000 applications 
to participate in the exhibition, and they accepted around 600 
female entrepreneurs [52]. The first author had attended two of 
these events and found that the main, and sometimes the only, 
way to display their product is by using social media applications, 
mainly, Instagram, WhatsApp and Snapchat. The government has 
also established an initiative called ‘Maroof’, which provides 
businesses and entrepreneurs with a free service which certifies 
their businesses to enhance trust between sellers and buyers [39]. 
To register in Maroof, one needs to use his/her Saudi ID, which is 
similar to other schemes in places such as China [24]. Within 
Saudi Arabia, the leading business social media platforms are 
Facebook, LinkedIn, YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest and 
Snapchat [38]. Support from the government and from social 
media applications has empowered women and given them 
opportunities to succeed in their respective businesses.  
2 Related Work 
Social commerce is a new era of e-commerce that utilises web 2.0 
to encourage users to socialise while shopping by using social 
media applications to conduct commercial activities [9]. Social 
media applications have been used by small businesses 
(entrepreneurs) due to the potential benefits for both sellers’ and 
buyers’ perspectives [4][27][32]. These motivations, which we 
will elaborate on further, can be categorised as advertising, 
building reputation, customer interactions (with sellers and their 
feedback), networking, and self-esteem. These motivations can 
have an effect on the consumer trust, which is crucial in order to 
have a successful commercial peer-to-peer exchange process [29]. 
Social media applications provide sellers with opportunities to 
advertise [4]. For example, applications such as Facebook, Twitter 
and Instagram, allow users to advertise e-commerce websites on 
their platforms by adding hyperlinks to enable consumers to 
complete transactions [50] or by promoting particular posts to 
reach more people [25]. Therefore, they help sellers in finding new 
customers, creating a network, and increasing sales [27]. 
Entrepreneurs have also used social media applications to build 
social capital by presenting themselves and connecting to others 
[14]. This can be done by using social features that help in 
developing trust, such as having followers [9][15]. Furthermore, 
the communication between sellers and buyers may provide the 
customer with more information that they require to make an 
informed decision [19]. This can also help in building relationships 
with new customers, strengthening ties with existing ones, and 
building trust [27]. The degree of closeness and strength of the 
relationship between the service provider and the customer is 
known as ‘relationship quality’, a significant contributor to 
customer loyalty [34].  
Some of the social commerce platforms provide sellers with 
features that help them build their reputation [27] [32]. A good 
reputation can be considered a form of social capital, which 
enables them to know further details such as location, interest, 
social activities, and friends [1]. For example, Airbnb and 
Couchsurfing include profiles as well as reviews and ratings by 
others within the service providers’ profiles [29][15], to help in 
establishing online social presence [17] and trustworthiness [37], 
which contribute towards attracting more users [33]. Previous 
customer reviews are more informative and allow the consumer 
to gauge the trustworthiness of the account [29]. The warranting 
theory states that pieces of information that are hard to 
manipulate are more helpful for consumers to evaluate the 
trustworthiness of a seller [44]. For example, actual photos from 
previous customers are more difficult for a seller to fabricate than 
the description of a product.  
An important part of social commerce are the features which aid 
customer interactions such as having user-generated content and 
information sharing capabilities [9][50][32]. Customer feedback 
can assist sellers to ascertain which products or services they need 
to improve [32]. For example, on Facebook, features such as 
‘Likes’, ‘shares’, ‘tags’, and comments from friends aid customer 
interactions [45]. Social commerce can aid with improving trust 
between sellers and buyers where existing peer connections exist 
[46][41]. This is evident within family and friend peer groups, 
where there exists a natural relationship of trust. Within such 
groups, users find it easy to trust recommended products and 
services. This trust may also extend to friends-of-friends (FOF) 
networks [46][8]. For example, in Venezuela, users check the 
Facebook member list of the seller and see if there are friends in 
common that they can trust in order to complete a trade [12]. 
Because of the benefits discussed above and others, businesses are 
increasingly adopting social commerce and integrating social 
features into their online presence through social media platforms 
like Facebook and Twitter [18]. This enables a network of 
followers, and helps sellers promote and attract others to buy from 
them [18]. Furthermore, the interactions that sellers have with 
their customers through social media can have a significant 
impact on sellers’ self-esteem, especially when a relationship of 
trust is established, and interactions with customers are positive 
[22], in addition to their entertainment value [27]. Interestingly, 
some social media applications have recently incorporated new 
features to enable business transactions. For example Facebook 
and Instagram have added the ‘shop now’ button [13]. 
Investigating Commercial Capabilities and Trust in Social Media 
Applications for Entrepreneurs 
C & T 19, June, 2019, Vienna, Austria 
 
 
There are few studies which examine the use of social media for 
conducting commerce from the point of view of sellers and their 
businesses [45][31]. This paper will focus on how entrepreneurs 
use social media to conduct their business activities, and provide 
insights into their experiences and the methods by which they 
maximise the benefits and unique features of social media 
applications. We will also find out from entrepreneurs how they 
would like to see social commerce applications evolve in order to 
support their activities.  
3 Method 
Our research aims to provide an understanding of the business 
use of social media applications. To answer the research questions 
listed in the Introduction, ethnographic studies were conducted in 
Saudi Arabia in order to explore and understand entrepreneurs’ 
behaviours and routines on using social media platforms.  The 
data was collected from December 2017 to December 2018.  For 
the purposes of our study, in order to gain a detailed 
understanding of the users, it is recommended to interview at least 
12 participants [5]. We, therefore, conducted in-depth semi-
structured interviews (face-to-face and online) with 17 
participants (ten face-to-face interviews, and seven online 
interviews) with Saudi women who have social media accounts to 
display their products. Table 1 presents information about the 
participants.  
Participants were recruited using two different ways. The first 
was by attending an event for home-based businesses and 
distributing our study information sheet with a consent form to 
sellers who use social media networks as a market place to present 
their products. Then, after around half-an-hour they were 
approached to find out if they are willing to participate in our 
study by filling the consent form. The second way was by sending 
an online sign-up form with our study information sheet and the 
consent form through social media platforms by using personal 
messages via instant messages in Instagram and WhatsApp. Once 
they filled the consent form, they were contacted to conduct the 
interviews. Interviews were conducted in Arabic and took around 
30 minutes. Participants were compensated with a $15 gift card; 
however, many participants rejected the compensation and opted 
to take part in the study voluntarily.  
The interviews were transcribed in the original language from the 
audio recordings. Our research followed a thematic analysis using 
the inductive approach [7]. The inductive approach is an effective 
way to research an area such as ours in which few previous 
studies have been conducted [6]. The transcripts were coded using 
ATLAS.ti. ATLAS.ti is a data analysis software that helps to deal 
with qualitative data especially for the Arabic language. It allows 
to code the data and to organise these codes under categories. Two 
types of coding were followed, open coding and axial coding, as 
mentioned by Saldana [43]. Examples of codes when participants 
were asked how they gain consumers trust: “sellers registered in 
Maroof”, “asked family and friends”, etc.  The codes were grouped 
into categories such as sellers’ practices and customer activities.  
4 Findings 
The findings first describe the motivations that drive participants 
to start a business as well as the reasons behind using social media 
applications as business platforms. Then, buyer and seller 
practices and activities are reported on the theme of trust. 
4.1 Motivations  
Participants became sellers because of a variety of motives and 
reasons which are mostly under one of these categories: family 
and friends, government, self-motivation, and social media. The 
participants were mainly motivated to start their business by their 
family and friends. Fifteen participants reported that their family 
supported and helped them in different ways, such as managing 
their business on social media applications, recommending them 
to others, and provided emotional and financial support.  
Table 1 Information about the participants 
# age Status education Job Number of 
Followers  
Products they sell Have a 
website 
P1 19-24 Single bachelor  none 3095 Gifts/ accessories  No 
P2 25-34 Married bachelor  none 2115 Perfume  No 
P3 25-34 Married bachelor  none 1032 Design (logo/ advertisement) No 
P4 25-34 Married bachelor  none 923 Gifts  No 
P5 19-24 Single high school student 1665 Perfume  No 
P6 25-34 Single bachelor  teacher 972 Drawing/ gifts No 
P7 45-54 Married bachelor  retired 3796 Gifts No 
P8 25-34 Single bachelor  none 574 Gifts No 
P9 25-34 Married bachelor  none 5255 Party gifts/ cards Yes  
P10 25-34 Married high school none 11,200 Soap  No 
P11 35-44 Divorced bachelor  none 17,300 Sweets  No 
P12 35-44 Married high school none 2876 Soap  No 
P13 19-24 Single high school student 9786 Perfume  No 
P14 35-44 married bachelor  none 3118 Coffee No 
P15 25-34 single postgraduate none 9243 Accessories  No 
P16 25-34 single diploma none 19,718 Food No 
P17 25-34 married bachelor  none 6057 Games and toys  No 
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Seven participants have members of their family or friends 
working with them. They own and run the business together. For 
example, some of the participants are working with their sisters 
(P1) (P4), or with their mothers (P2) (P5) (P7) or sons (P13), or with 
a friend (P10). They feel it is better to have someone, especially 
from their circle of friends or family members, to help them with 
their business in answering the consumers’ questions, taking the 
orders, and managing their accounts on social media platforms. 
For example, all of these people will have their Instagram accounts 
open in the seller’s mobile and his/her partner’s mobile, and the 
twitter account and snapchat under the responsibility of the seller, 
whereas the WhatsApp account will be under the responsibility 
of the partner. The reason behind having a partner is to avoid a 
delay in answering consumer questions and receiving the orders, 
as well as to remain active in these accounts.  We run our accounts 
together, me and my sister and my friend. It is good because the one 
who is free can answer the questions, so it is more convenient to have 
more than one person. This way, the consumers will not stay for a 
long time without a response. (P10)  
Conversely, six of the participants stated that they run their 
business and accounts on their own. They were going to make the 
order by themselves. Therefore, they need to take orders and 
answer the questions by themselves in order to fully understand 
consumer needs and requirements. I took the orders because I am 
the one who is going to draw the picture, so I need to understand 
what the consumer wants directly. (P8)  
They also obtain support from their family through 
recommendations to their friends and other people they know, 
which will be mentioned later in the trust section. In addition, the 
participants expressed that they obtained emotional support from 
their family and friends, such as the encouragement to convince 
them to try and start a business. My family supported and 
encouraged me to start a business since they really love the sweets 
that I have made. (P11)  
Therefore, some participants began by offering their products to 
some of their extended family members (such as aunts) as well as 
their friends and friends of friends. When they found that their 
products are accepted and reordered, they decided to start their 
businesses.  We began the business with our relatives when they had 
a party; we gave them some of our products inside a surprise box, 
and when we saw that they liked and enjoyed it, we decided to start 
our business. (P6) 
Four more participants said that cultural changes, plus the 
government’s 2030 vision gave them the opportunity to succeed, 
especially since the community began to change its mindset and 
came to terms with seeing women working in public spaces, and 
owning businesses.  After my father has seen what I have done and 
how I have succeeded in my business, he is proud of me.(P14). Eleven 
participants reported that support from the government plays a 
significant role in motivating them to start online businesses. The 
government provided more support to entrepreneurs by 
providing them with three main components; Maroof (free 
business certification service), 9/10th (an e-commerce platform), 
training courses and Montijoon (an exhibition for entrepreneurs). 
I went to the Riyadh Chamber of Commerce where they told me that 
they had an event called Montijoon in which I could participate. They 
also told me that there were a few workshops during the event that 
can help me to develop my business. (P14). These changes motivate 
the participants to use their skills to open a business and use their 
time positively for a sense of satisfaction and for an income, 
especially since all but two participants reported that they did not 
have a job. They also enhance their skills by attending workshops 
or training courses to present their business in the best way. I love 
drawing and arts. It is my hobby, and I was searching for the 
materials that I could use. I also improve my skills by attending 
drawing courses.(P8). 
One of the participants (P12) stated that she was following a 
snapchat account which gave ideas for the home. One day they 
made a bath bomb, which she liked and tried to recreate. She also 
reported that after contacting the snapper, she felt motivated to 
work harder and to open a business. 
The participants mentioned that they needed something that 
could help them have a social presence and social interaction, both 
of which was found in social media applications. Their motivation 
to establish their business in social networks was mainly owing to 
the network people, its easy-use, the fact that it was free, and its 
design and presentation.  
The participants stated that Instagram and WhatsApp are the 
most popular social media applications in Saudi Arabia, especially 
for business. For this reason, they choose them to reach people 
and be able to contact new customers. Thirteen participants felt 
that it helps them to have social engagement (social exchange). 
Nine of them mentioned that they love to have public relations 
and build relationships with their customers. Few participants 
(n=3) reported that they could now say that they are successful 
entrepreneurs. All these things lead the participants to feel more 
confident and have greater self-esteem. I choose to use Instagram 
because it is one of the most popular social media applications in 
Saudi Arabia. (P10) 
One of the participants (P13) had a son who was diagnosed with 
cancer. She decided to open a business to keep him occupied with 
an activity that he could do from home and could succeed in at 
the same time. In addition, she felt that the business might help in 
his therapy by providing him with hope and greater self-esteem, 
which would help him succeed.  
The existence of social media is one of the motivations to have a 
business. Thirteen of the participants found that it is easy to use 
social media applications, which could be accessed anytime and 
from anywhere. Moreover, four of the participants indicated that 
they were motivated to use social media, because it was free of 
cost and did not require them to pay anything, instead of opening 
a physical shop or developing a costly e-commerce website. Three 
of the participants said that they choose Instagram as it is a photo 
and video-based application which presents them as a catalogue 
and this makes it easier for consumers to view the products.  I used 
Instagram as I can post my product and write about it under the post. 
Also, it is easy to use and to receive direct messages and to reach 
people. (P2) 
4.2 Trust 
Several factors help sellers to be known and trusted, which 
include family and friends’ recommendations, customers’ 
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interactions, and sellers’ practices. The practices of friends and 
family, previous customers and sellers help in building trust 
between sellers and buyers.  
4.2.1  Family and friends’ recommendations 
Family and friends were one of the first and most common sources 
that were known and trusted. It is like the first phase of being 
recognised and starting the business. The sellers’ friends and 
family members will try to recommend them to other members of 
their family and friends. Ten of the participants believed that 
people know them from their friends and family as they share 
their accounts in WhatsApp groups. These groups in WhatsApp 
usually have their friends, family, and colleagues at work. Sellers 
think that this may attract people to know their account and to 
trust them, as they know them from someone they believe and 
trust.  I sent my business account to my friends and to all the 
WhatsApp groups that I have. My sisters also did the same. (P7). 
Ten of the participants mentioned that their family, relatives and 
friends made their accounts known offline, by taking samples to 
their work or by telling their friends about their account. My aunt 
took some of my products to her work to show her colleagues. (P2) 
4.2.2  Customers’ interactions 
Most of the participants (n=13) believed that it is not only their 
family and friends who help them to be known, but also previous 
customers who play a significant role. Customer interactions can 
be divided into offline and online communications. First of all, 
participants mentioned that consumers might tell their family and 
friends and this is also a way to be known and trusted. They might 
tell their friends and family in person. They also may initiate their 
family and friends into trying the product at home. In addition, 
the sellers indicated that if they are going to buy something, they 
would ask their family and friends.  When I need to buy 
something, I asked my family and friends from where I should buy 
the product that I need, and when they recommend a seller account, 
I buy from this account directly. Then, I told the seller that my 
friends or family recommended her/him because I think it may help 
the seller to be more confident and feel supported. (P11) 
Furthermore, consumers may post a picture of the product in their 
Snapchat. If their family or friends ask them about the product, 
they will give them more details. They also may send directly to 
their friends or family a picture of the product when they know 
that their family or friends are looking for this product. Also, they 
may send a product they tried and liked to their friends, in order 
to have them share the experience. One of the participants said 
that a lot of consumers told her that they knew her from their 
cousins or friends.  Most of my customers are from previous 
customers. For example, when I have a delivery for the product, from 
the second day, I will have one or two more followers who even place 
some orders, and I think they are friends or family of the one who 
received the product. (P13) 
Moreover, customers also play a significant role to help sellers 
keep their account active, which impacts on the trust and help 
them be known. Having an active account needs both seller and 
customer interactions. The seller’s side will be covered in the next 
section. From the customer’s side, the account can be active by 
having social engagements from previous and potential 
customers, which may help in gaining trust through ‘likes’, views, 
tags, mentions, and comments.  
Four participants reported that ‘likes’ might attract other 
consumers and give them confidence. However, two participants 
noticed that people currently stop ’liking’ photos as much as 
before and simply view them and continue browsing. They did not 
know the reasons behind this.  In the last two years people started 
to use Instagram just for viewing and without liking the posts as 
before. (P5) 
Three participants stated that the viewer numbers under the video 
posts helps to show that their accounts are widely-viewed. It is 
also much more than the like numbers as views are automatically 
counted. Views are sometimes from people who do not follow the 
account as well.  I have many of views which work as silent 
marketing even without being followed. (P14) 
Participants (n=15) reported that they use the tag or get tagged or 
mentioned by others. Tag and mentions help sellers to be known 
and sometimes to be trusted. Friends mention their friends under 
the sellers’ posts, which may let others and the friend trust this 
seller, or post a photo of the product in their Instagram account 
with a tag to the seller’ account. However, the number of tags may 
not be a lot; this is quite a rare occurrence. Tags are really helpful 
to enhance trust when a customer takes a photo of my product and 
tags me. However, there are not a lot of customers who did that. Most 
of the tags are from advertisement accounts. (P13) 
Most of the participants (n=14) said that they receive comments 
from previous and potential consumers. These comments may 
include queries such as questions asking for more details about 
the product, delivery or price. It also could be positive comments 
about the product and that he/she liked this product. Consumers 
sometimes leave positive comments without writing anything, 
such as an emoji like the smile face or flowers. Participants think 
that these comments are critical as it is easier and faster for 
consumers to ask for more details than by sending WhatsApp 
messages. In addition, these comments give confidence to other 
consumers that they should trust the seller as the answers are 
public. It is also important for sellers as they get to know what 
consumers prefer more, and what they need to improve on. The 
comments are critical as consumers will see that there are people who 
are buying and writing comments for you and thus, they will trust 
you. (P7) 
Some participants (n=7) stated that these comments are rare and 
quite few. They also believe that the number of comments is 
becoming less than before. Comments are valuable and can 
enhance trust, but it is rare. However, it is perfect for us as it attracts 
potential consumers and lets them trust us. (P13) 
However, several participants (n=8) reported that they rarely get 
negative comments. These comments may talk about a high price, 
or that they did not like a product. However, four participants 
mentioned that they never received a negative comment. Almost 
all participants agreed that if they received negative feedback, it 
may affect their reputation, and then they will delete the 
comments to protect their reputation. Few participants stated that 
they would not remove that negative comment if it was just about 
the price or if it was written properly.  When I receive comments 
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about my price and that my products are expensive, then I ignore it 
and try to produce a better product to show them that it was worth 
the price. (P8)  
4.2.3  Sellers’ practices 
Certain seller activities can enhance trust with the aid of 
technology. First, technology can help them build their 
reputations by having a profile (as a shop window), establishing 
interpersonal interaction, advertising, having themselves certified 
by Maroof, having a website, registering in e-commerce 
platforms, and attending events. Furthermore, the payment and 
delivery options can also effect trust.  
4.2.3.1  Social media features 
Participants find that some social media features can help them in 
their businesses to build their reputation, starting from having a 
profile for their account, which is one of the most important 
things as it is a window to their e-shop. It includes important and 
general details, such as payment and delivery methods. It includes 
ways of contact such as their mobile or WhatsApp numbers.  I 
have included the essential details in my profile, such as prices, 
delivery method and the way of payment, to help consumers find 
what they need. (P1) 
Participants believe that the profile has a vital role in trust, 
especially when it has more details and more information. For 
example, if it contains business information including the 
location, they will gain more consumer trust. The profile can effect 
consumer trust if I have all my details in my profile with my phone 
number, making it easier for the consumers. I know that a few people 
wish to contact me directly to feel more confident. (P3). They feel 
that their profile is the shop window, where consumers judge if 
they can trust them. The profile includes the bio that the sellers 
will write, the follower numbers, and post numbers as well as the 
posts themselves. The participants felt that the follower numbers 
had a significant effect on trust. They believed that having a lot of 
followers gave the consumers the feeling that the sellers are 
trustworthy. To increase follower number, sellers tend to have a 
public account and to advertise their account. The number of 
followers is really important for the consumers as the more the 
number of followers, the more the confidence and trust they have in 
the seller. (P16) 
Not all the participants wrote their name in their shop profile. 
Some of them (n=11) think that it is not essential to include their 
name. However, if consumers ask them or are about to transfer 
money to them, they will give them their names. Six participants 
did not prefer to relate their business to their names, but they 
prefer to have a brand name and know their business by this brand 
name, which they think is more professional. It is also because 
they were afraid that in case they failed, people would possibly 
relate their name to a failed business. I do not like to add my name 
to my profile as my name is not unique; however, my brand name 
is. (P11)  
All the sellers but one, made their account public, which means 
that anybody could see it as they believe it gives them a chance to 
have more followers and makes them more accessible to their 
customers to view their profile anytime and without having a 
need to wait till the sellers accept them. A few consumers hate to 
see a private account; then you will lose these consumers. Therefore, 
it is better to have it public. (P1) 
However, one of the participants chose to set her account private, 
mostly because she felt that this might attract people more to add 
her to see what she has as products and to protect her posts from 
being stolen by others. The stealing of posts and ideas was also a 
risk cited by four more participants.  
I found a lot of my photos in another account, and they pretend that 
these photos are their own. I told them that I can sue them we now 
have the Anti-Cyber Crime Law. They respond and delete my photos 
from their account. (P13) 
The participants (n=11) mentioned that it is essential to be active 
and have your profile up-to-date by posting (posts and stories 
(photos and videos)) regularly, having competitions, answering 
questions and advertising their accounts. The posts and stories 
also can have a positive effect on consumer trust. Twelve 
participants believed that the photos could have an effect on 
consumer trust and intention to buy. They said that pictures 
should not be changed a lot with Photoshop and it is better to 
retain their originality. Four participants reported that posting 
photos that were taken by customers convince others to trust 
them, since these serve as testimonies. They will feel that this 
account is active and the people buying from them are happy. 
Because if they were not pleased, they would not take a photo of 
it and send it to the seller. When people send me a photo of the 
product, I put it in my profile to show it to the people so they can 
trust that it is real. (P3)  
Moreover, two participants run competitions or ask questions to 
encourage customers to be active and engage socially. This helps 
them to be known by others and to show that their account is 
active, which enhances trust.  Sometimes, I put a post with a 
question, in order that I get some social engagement by having them 
answer the questions in the comments. (P15) 
4.2.3.2  Advertisement  
Sellers commonly tried to increase account activity through 
advertising. Fifteen participants use hashtags because they believe 
it can help them reach more people. They believed that they can 
increase the number of likes and views by using Hashtags as well 
as the number of followers.  I use hashtags that are related to my 
business, such as perfumes and incense, as well as some known 
hashtags, which attract potential consumers to view my profile after 
seeing my post in the hashtags and they may follow me when they 
like my profile.(P2). However, sellers also reported difficulty in 
relation to hashtags used with pictures because there were many 
unrelated pictures. Searching on Instagram is difficult as many 
people use irrelevant hashtags under their photos. (P3)  
The sellers reported that social media influencers have a massive 
impact on consumers trust, but they are expensive. They know 
that people now follow these influencers and may like to follow 
and buy from the sellers who they advertise.  
I advertise my account in a snapchat account, and then a lot of 
people know me from them. (P15) 
There are some accounts which advertise for free or for 
exchanging advertisements, in which they both advertise for each 
other. One of the participants (P1) said that she tried to be known 
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by writing comments under influencers’ posts. She thought 
people may read her comments, and check her profile.  
Participants believed that tag helped more in advertising and 
being known. It is mostly used between service providers and 
sellers, or when influencers advertise for them. For example, if 
there is an event with an Instagram account, they will post a 
picture of the seller with a tag. Sometimes if photographers take 
a photo of seller products, they both tag each other, which works 
as an exchange advertisement. They received direct messages 
from other entrepreneurs to ask them to advertise their accounts. 
Sometimes people mention their friends under my posts; it makes me 
happy because I believe that people mention each other under the 
posts that they like. (P5) 
Four participants used the advertisement on Instagram, which is 
a new feature if an account is a business account. This way, you 
can advertise by paying a certain amount of money. However, 
there are four more participants who have business accounts but 
did not use Instagram advertisements because they are new, or do 
not know how to do it, or think they do not need it currently. They 
believe that the business account is helping them to be recognised 
by giving an insight into the followers, the interactions with their 
posts and stories and showing them which photos are being saved. 
This could help them understand what people liked more, even if 
they did not click ‘like’. Two participants reported that one needs 
to have a public account to convert an account to a business. 
Therefore, one of them made it public, while the other did not.  
Now with the business account. It is straightforward. You can see the 
number of people who view your profile. You can promote your 
products on Instagram and Facebook. It is perfect and helping me a 
lot. It is a better way of advertising with influencers. (P14) 
4.2.3.3  Interpersonal interactions 
Establishing interpersonal interactions is also a factor affecting 
consumer trust. Participants stated that they received orders by 
direct messages, whereafter they sought more details from 
customers, such as their phone number and address with the 
order. A message was sent to the customer asking for the requisite 
information, which the latter should copy and fill in with their 
data.  After we agreed on the products, I sent a message asking for 
buyer’s name, mobile number, and the district name (neighbourhood 
name) if it was from Riyadh.(P12) 
All the participants agreed that they received a lot of direct 
messages seeking more details, such as delivery, payment 
methods and prices. Nine participants had posted all the details 
consumers may need. However, eight of them indicated that they 
received many questions, the answers to which are in their 
profiles. They indicated that consumers may seek to ensure the 
availability of the product. In addition, direct communication 
between sellers and buyers increased mutual trust. When the 
sellers and buyers communicated, they are able to gauge the 
trustworthiness and whether they feel comfortable doing business 
together. Also, the response time may have an effect on trust.  
When we talk about using direct messages in WhatsApp, this 
enhances the trust between us and may encourage them to buy the 
product or service.(P16) 
Participants (13) felt it  difficult to deal with some people, 
especially when dealing with a variety of them with different 
backgrounds and genders. They believed that one should be 
patient and answer questions, even if answers are already 
available. Additionally, it is difficult to answer questions at the 
same time, and consumers may get frustrated by delayed 
responses.  It is difficult to be always online, up-to-date and 
answering consumers’ questions immediately.(P17) 
Participants indicated having received positive direct messages 
reviewing a product (feedback). Buyers send them messages 
thanking them and sometimes a picture of the product taken by 
buyers. Some of the participants felt that the buyers’ feedback 
enhances trust. Therefore, they take screenshots of these 
messages and post them, along with the pictures taken by 
customers. They believe that this helps them gain other 
consumers’ trust and reflect inflow of orders and activeness of the 
account. I took screenshots of the direct messages from my customers 
and posted them. (P5). They were aware that some people might 
consider them to be fake messages, but felt this to be the only way 
to show customer reviews. Some participants prefer to add the 
customer screenshots to the stories instead of posting them in 
order to maintain an organised profile. While four participants 
expressed reservations about posting private messages between 
posts believing this would not be to the customers’ liking, they 
may post the photos taken by consumers.  I do not like to post 
screenshots of the direct messages as I feel that I have an organised 
profile and if I added these pictures, it would not look neat and 
organised, as it is not a picture of my products. (P8) 
4.2.3.4  Maroof 
All the participants knew about Maroof; however, seven were not 
registered with Maroof, as they did not know how to register, did 
not have time to do so, forgot paying fees, or got an error message 
when they tried to sign-up. I once tried to register, but I got an error 
message, I am going to try again because it would be really good for 
me, especially if I am going to develop my business and open a store. 
(P15) 
Participants believed that while Maroof helped them gain 
consumer trust, it did not help them to be known, as Maroof is not 
popular. Some participants indicated having requested their 
customers to post reviews in Maroof, which the consumers were 
happy to do. However, they faced some difficulties in registering 
and adding comments.  
4.2.3.5  Payment and delivery 
Participants also felt that the payment method and delivery could 
enhance trust. People still trust cash on delivery as they can check 
the product before paying. Further, their confidence is increased 
if they can pick up their order (which would reveal the seller’s 
address). To gain my customer trust I gave them my house location 
and my mobile number. (P5) 
4.2.3.6  Events, exhibitions and physical stores 
There are also additional social media applications such as 
Snapchat and Twitter that participants use, mostly when they 
want to cover an event or to advertise their product.  
Participants confirmed participating in events and exhibitions. 
One of these exhibitions is Montijoon, which is free and provided 
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by the government to help entrepreneurs. They feel that people 
know them more from these events and can trust them more, 
because they can touch and feel products, and also try them 
sometimes. During the event, they hand visitors their business 
cards that include their shop name, social media accounts and 
contact details. Sometimes, they also distribute a few free samples, 
which encourages customers to trust them. I attended an event, 
and gave free samples to try or take home. I feel that people loved 
them. During the seven day event, I gave people my contact and 
social media details. (P14) 
Additionally, a few participants indicated having placed their 
products in physical stores. However, one of the participants said 
that she did not benefit from that in any way, attributing it to the 
product placement not being proper, she being helpless to change 
the organisation of the store since it was not hers.  
Two participants sponsored small events such as a graduation 
event in a school with small gifts from their products. This worked 
as an advertisement for them and helped in more people trusting 
them, having tried their products. To gain trust and to be known, 
we sometimes sponsor events, which cannot afford gifts. We provide 
the gifts from our products. (P13) 
4.2.3.7  E-commerce platforms 
Six participants stated that they are registered in e-commerce 
platforms, and e-commerce solutions for home-based businesses 
(one of them is provided free by the government). They think it 
may help to be known when someone searches on these platforms 
for a specific category. However, they do not believe it is 
beneficial, not having received many orders through it; they 
receive it more through social media. Therefore, they are not 
active on these e-commerce platforms. Other participants did not 
know about these platforms or think they should pay for using 
them. They preferred to have just the social media accounts for 
their business, as these are free and widely-used.  I did not register 
in any e-commerce platform, but I knew that the government provide 
some services for free such as the platform and Maroof, but I need to 
ask more about them and to know how to register to gain consumer 
trust. (P4)  
One of the participants felt it convenient to use these platforms, 
having received orders in a more organised way, with the 
customers usually paying the full amount with the order, which 
means that they trust these platforms more than just the social 
media. If the order is done through the platform, I receive the 
payment directly by money transfer; they also provide a delivery: I 
just receive the list of orders and pack them to be delivered. (P1) 
While one of the participants had her own website, the rest did 
not, considering it difficult or expensive to build one, feeling 
further that it might not be helpful in reaching out to customers. 
However, the participant with the website revealed her 
experience to be good, having received the orders, with the 
website being tidy, organized and clear, enabling customers to 
find all products with their prices. However, she still receives 
orders and questions by WhatsApp and is still active on 
Instagram, though she knows not why some people do not want 
to order from the website, preferring to place orders directly by 
messages. I put all the details and prices on the website, but on 
Instagram, I just posted some photos. However, some people do not 
want to order via the website. Instated they send me orders by 
WhatsApp. Both are ok for me. But it is easier to receive orders by 
the website compared to WhatsApp where I need to look again and 
again and ask the customers to be sure that I am not sending 
something wrong. So, the site is more comfortable because I receive 
the orders in a table. (P9) 
5 Discussion 
This study aims to understand how sellers use social networks as 
commercial platforms, even with a lack of traditional commercial 
functions. Our findings show that sellers are attracted to the use 
of social media for their business, because it is free, easy, and 
effective.  These results match a previous study focussing on 
Facebook use [40]. However, the social commerce platform in 
Saudi Arabia mostly used for businesses as a shop window is 
Instagram, considered to be a picture-videos-based social 
commerce platform. This research describes how the design of 
social media supports sellers’ activities, but sometimes fails to 
yield them the full potential. In this discussion, we will explore 
how we could better design a social commerce platform.  
Social media applications impact the labour market by enabling 
female Saudi entrepreneurs to trade and provide products and 
services. These applications empower them to have their own 
business and to deal directly with their consumers. Moreover, the 
culture in Saudi Arabia has started to change due to the 
government’s 2030 vision as discussed in the introduction. 
Research has shown that the culture may change and influence 
political changes, which also may reflect on economic and 
purchase behaviours [41]. These changes in culture, with the 
availability of social media applications, create opportunities for 
female sellers in Saudi Arabia to represent themselves. Compared 
to a previous study, which found Saudi females having issues 
relating to some of the administrative procedures because a male 
is required to do them [10], it can be seen that the changes are 
reflecting not just in purchasing behaviour, but also in the selling 
behaviour. These issues do not exist any more due to the 
availability of online systems and government support for females 
to participate in an event, to help them to be known and trusted. 
For example, we have found that females can register on the free 
Maroof certification service online. 
Social media create opportunities for sellers [32] not just as an 
income source, but also to enhance their self-esteem. Our 
participants have indicated that they improve their products 
based on the comments from direct messages. Further, sometimes 
they ask their customers to help them in choosing or designing 
their products. This is also revealed in previous studies, where 
small businesses benefited from social media, the two-way 
information between sellers and buyers, in different ways such as 
attracting customers [22] and improving or designing their 
products [32][23].  
Our findings revealed that the way consumers know the sellers 
affects trust. For example, if consumers know sellers through their 
family and friends, they will feel confident to buying from them. 
The family and friends for both sellers and previous customers 
have a significant role in being known and trusted on social 
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commerce platforms. Table 2 summarises sellers’ activities on 
social media networks.  
Our study shows that sellers try to have both online and offline 
social presence, considering it to enhance trust. Previous studies 
found that social presence can affect consumers’ trust and their 
purchase intention [16]. For online social presence, the use of 
social media is one of the tools that can create trust, which is also 
revealed in previous studies [17][20], and with more information 
in their profile, they become more trustworthy [37]. Participants 
use these tools as a shop-presentation to present information 
about the status info which is mostly in their profile, direct 
messages, and graphical presentation as cited by [17].  They were 
also actively using Hashtag ‘#’ functions, compared to being 
tagged or using mention technology ‘@’ to be known.  
According to warranting theory, the cues that are more difficult 
to manipulate are more trusted information [48] [44]. Our study 
found that participants believed that the number of followers 
could affect consumer trust, which is difficult to manipulate. Also, 
their membership in Maroof cannot be manipulated and enhanced 
trust, especially since Maroof is considered as a third-party 
trusting mechanism. Participants present some information that 
can be manipulated, but they still think it can be effective. Third-
party mechanism is considered as an uncertainty-reducing 
mechanism, enhancing trust between the seller and the consumer 
[30]. 
Our study revealed that the number of followers helps sellers to 
gain trust- higher numbers indicate greater trustworthiness. A 
previous study measured the success of a seller based on the 
followers’ number [11]. To increase the number of followers, 
participants tend to use hashtags and advertisements, which was 
also shown by a previous study, which promoted on Twitter and 
found it to increase the followers' number [36]. Additionally, 
participants try to have an active account with social interaction. 
Social engagement helps to have more followers [51]. Direct 
communication between our participants and their consumers can 
enhance trust between them. The use of social media and 
communities increases social capital by having a communication 
network [17].  
The results of our studies showed that sellers were trying to build 
their reputation online and offline. They create their way to 
present the reviews of the customers by posting screenshots of 
their customers’ comments. Previous studies represented the role 
of the reputation system in enhancing trust by using rating and 
feedback from their customers [26]. Even with the absence of the 
reputation system in social media applications, sellers found a 
way to show the feedback that they received from their consumers 
by posting screenshots of the direct messages, to help them gain 
consumers’ trust.  
Our study found that one of the reasons to have a social commerce 
platform is self-esteem. This finding supports the previous studies, 
which found that social relationship can affect behaviour and 
thoughts [28] and that it enhances self-esteem [22]. It also 
improves the relationship quality which impacts on customers 
loyalty [34], as our study revealed.  
Instagram, as mentioned by some of our participants, has started 
converting itself to the business side. Other studies revealed how 
Instagram and Facebook have begun to insert advertising on their 
platforms[50]. Our findings represented that this may help them 
to become popular. Sellers believed that these advertisements just 
let people know about their account, but will not affect their trust. 
However, a previous study showed that customers would trust 
advertisement information based on their belief in social network 
applications [50]. This feature exists also in Facebook, which 
offers advertisement services [23]. Further, our findings indicated 
that sellers exchange social ads, where each one advertises for 
others by posting a photo with a tag. This helps them to deliver 
the ads to the target group. One of the mechanisms that our sellers 
use is the different payment methods (mostly cash on delivery). 
This method is mostly chosen when the sellers are Micro, Small 
and Medium Enterprises[47]. Our participants believed that 
consumers prefer cash on delivery, which is also the case in 
Indonesia and Turkey[49][47].  
6 Recommendations  
Some entrepreneurs shared their businesses with their family or 
friends. Therefore, it is recommended to include features that 
support the management of an account by different users. 
Another issue was that Instagram has many unrelated posts under 
hashtags, a solution to which could be banning the account if a 
warning is ignored. Moreover, tagging a photo will not be 
presented to the public if the user’s account is private. It is 
recommended to give the users the options to choose which posts 
will be made private and which would be made public, as our 
study shows that some buyers want to show the post with the tag, 
but do not want to share their whole profile and posts.  
Friends and family have a significant role in the issue of trust and 
gaining a wider reach. Therefore, adding features showing 
friends’ favourites and purchases,  keeping in mind the privacy 
aspect, by giving consumers a choice to make their purchase 
activities public or to keep them private, may help consumers, as 
they trust their friends and may follow their opinion and 
recommendations [18].  Additionally, adding a public wish list to 
Table 2 A summary of sellers’ activities on social media 
networks 
Goal Activity 
Reaching 
potential 
customers 
Using hashtags 
Following consumers 
Writing comments under influencers’ posts 
Sponsoring 
 
Self-
presentation 
Profile/ post/ stories/ interact with followers by 
direct messages/ using other social networks 
Gaining trust  Registering with Maroof 
Participating in events and physical stores  
Professional Self-presentation 
Posting customers’ photos and feedback 
Registering in e-commerce platforms  
Posting their training certificate  
Family and friends (previous customers) 
Cash on delivery 
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the buyer's account may have an effect on trust and increase sales, 
as can be seen from Airbnb [31].  
Integrating social commerce with the marketplace enhances trust 
as well as customer satisfaction [46]. Our findings present the 
importance of having socially interactive e-commerce platforms. 
Trust creation features are essential in designing social commerce. 
Therefore, some features that should be implemented or retained, 
such as the number of followers, likes, views, tags and mentions 
need to be enhanced. Additionally, social media applications 
should implement a reputation system to show the customer 
rating and feedback. However, there is a need for reward systems 
to encourage these interactions; for example, when they post a 
photo or write feedback, they may score more in public or get 
rewards. E-Bay uses a reward system that enables consumers to 
earn points or special offers, which they can use to pay for a 
product [18]. Moreover, some companies use reward systems for 
consumers who leave feedback, whether or not it was positive  
[35]. Also, some companies use the reward systems when their 
consumers refer them to their friends or family members [21].  
More data that cannot be manipulated include the number of 
verified purchases, etc. It is also recommended to post feedback to 
show the ‘verified buyers’[9]. Further, presenting trade history 
and positive trade percentage are recommended to enhance trust, 
as also supported by a previous study [12]. Showing past customer 
activities, such as features showing the ‘Customers Who Bought 
This Also Bought’, which is available in Amazon, help consumers 
to find relevant purchases [18]. 
Certification services like Maroof have potential benefits to both 
sellers and buyers. However, they should be integrated with the 
social media applications to be more usable. Besides, social 
commerce platforms should include a verified system for trusted 
sellers’ accounts. Finally, it was clear that there is a need for both 
online orders and text-based orders. The online orders will help 
sellers to have a more organised list of the received orders. The 
text-based orders help sellers to receive the order from the people 
who do not trust placing order automatically and from those who 
would feel more confident after their direct communication with 
the seller.  
7 Conclusion and Future work 
This study has provided an overview of Saudi entrepreneurs’ 
behaviours and activities in social commerce. It explored how they 
sell and market their products using social media platforms such 
as Instagram and WhatsApp as well as using offline tools such as 
family and friends recommendations and events. Our results 
suggest that entrepreneurs make effective use of existing social 
media platform features in order to market themselves and build 
their reputation to gain consumer trust. However, social media 
platforms could be more efficient and effective. We believe that 
our results and recommendations provide a starting point for 
future research. Important items for future research include 
carrying out experiments to test the implementation of social 
commerce functionality discussed in the Recommendations 
Section. It is also essential to examine how implemented 
recommended features impact trust between buyers and sellers.  
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